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Biopolitics, the study of the linkage between the life sciences (e.g., 
physiology, psychopharmacology, ethology) and political science, is a 
relatively new area in the discipline. 1 One major focus has been the linkage 
between human physiology and political behavior. 2 In this note, we examine 
the relationship between a physiological element, arousal and student pro-
test behavior. 
Psychophysiological arousal, broadly viewed, is the degree of "con-
sciousness" of an organism. The structural basis is the ascending reticular 
system (A.R.S.) which supplies non-specific sensory input to the cerebra l 
cortex. If the A. R.S. does not transmit these impulses to the higher portions 
of the brain, the organism cannot function and will be "unconscious. " 3 
Schwartz and Zill have earlier examined arousal's effect on political 
behavior. They define overall arousal level as "that level of general 
psychophysiological activism, excitation, and energy mobilization which 
'For an early literature survey, see Albert Somit, "Biopolitics," British Journal of 
Political Science, 2 (1972), 209-238. 
'e.g., David C. Schwartz, "Health Processes and Body Image as Predictors of Political 
Attitudes and Behaviors: A Study in Political Socialization," Paper prepared for delivery at 
IPSA Meeting, Montreal, I 973; David C. Schwartz, "Somatic States and Political Behavior," 
Biology and Politics, (ed.) Albert Somit (Paris: Mouton, 1976); Bernard Tursky et. al., "A 
Bio-Behavioral Framework for the Analysis of Political Behavior," in Somit, op. cit.; Lucy 
Ferguson, et al., "An Attempt to Correlate Physical Characteristics with Political Attitudes," 
Paper prepared for delivery at IPSA Meeting, Munich, 1970; David Schwartz and Nicholas 
Zill, "Psychophysiological Arousal as a Predictor of Political Participation," Paper prepared 
for delivery at APSA Meeting, 1971; Thomas Wiegele et al., "International Crisis, Cardio-
respiratory Health, and Political Attitudes: A Literature Review and a Pilot Study," Paper 
prepared for delivery at JPSA Meeting, Montreal, 1973; Steven A. Peterson, "The Effect of 
Physiological Variables Upon Student Protest Behavior," Paper prepared for delivery at IPSA 
Meeting, Montreal, 1973. 
'J. Anthony Deutsch and Diana Deutsch, Physiological Psychology (Homewood: Dorsey 
Press, 1973); Robert McCleary and Robert Moore, Subcortical Mechanisms of Behavior (New 
York: Basic Books, 1965); Robert Malmo, "Activation: A Neuropsychological Dimension," 
Psychological Review, 66 (1959), 367-386; Elizabeth Duffy, "The Nature and Development of 
the Concept of Activation," in Ralph Norman Haber (ed.), Current Research in Motivation 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966). 
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typically characterizes the individual.'" They begin with the notion that 
• 'overall arousal level has been considered to be a basic personality element; 
with the implication that, ceteris paribus, individuals characterized by a 
high level of overall arousal are more likely to be participant in a wide variety 
of interpersonal, social, and political contexts than are individuals with 
lower generalized arousal levels. " 5 The investigators measure arousal in two 
fashions-by posture (e.g., leg position, neck tension) and by speech pat-
terns (e.g., "ah" ratio, articulation rate, total words). The postural index 
seems to reflect a general arousal and displays a significant correlation with 
a variety of participatory behaviors. 
The research reported here utilizes a different measure of arousal to 
test the hypothesis that general level of arousal is related to student protest 
behavior, a highly active form of political participation. 
The results discussed in this paper are based on a study undertaken at 
the State University of New York at Buffalo. The instrument utilized was a 
paper-and-pencil questionnaire administered to a non-random sample of 295 
undergraduates during April and May of 1973. The questionnaire measured 
the extent of the individual's participation in protest behavior and the aim 
was to isolate the impact of bio-medical variables on such participation. 
The major dependent variable is student protest behavior. On the ques-
tionnaire, this was operationalized by the item: "Have you ever done, or do 
you ever engage in, any of the following kinds of activities?" There followed 
a list of specific acts to which the respondent indicated the extent of his or 
her participation (Table l). Factor analysis was then conducted. After ex-
traction of principal factors, all factors with eigenvalues of 1.0 or greater 
were varimax rotated. Table 1 indicates that the first factor reflects a "stu-
dent protest" dimension. 6 These six activities were summated to yield a 
scale representing the extent of an individual's participation in protest ac-
tivities. This scale represents the variable "student protest" throughout the 
analysis. 
'Schwartz and Zill, op. cit., p. 2. 
'Ibid . 
'The solution presented here yields similar results to previous studies with different 
samples. For a different cohort at SUNY / Buffalo, see William H. Dutton and John E. 
Sinclair, "A Systematic Process of Measurement Development for Survey Research," Paper 
prepared for delivery at New York State Political Science Association Meeting, Binghamton, 
1972. 
110 
TABLE 1 
Varimax Rotated Factor Matrix of Participation Variables 
Participation Variable 
On campus demonstration 
Off campus demonstration 
On campus protest 
Off campus protest 
Confrontation with police 
Refused to obey unjust law 
Occupied building 
Been member of a political organization 
Gave money to party or candidate 
Worked for party/candidate 
Attended political meeting 
Tried to talk someone into voting a 
particular way 
Worked with others in community to 
try to solve some community problems 
Taken part in forming new group to 
try to solve community problem 
Contacted member of local community 
on problem 
Contacted outside official on problem 
Sent protest message 
Voted in public election 
Voted in campus elections 
Participated in campus politics 
3With eigenvalue > 1.0 
I 
.74 
.80 
.75 
.79 
.55 
.55 
.37 
.11 
.25 
.08 
.18 
.10 
. 18 
.25 
.07 
.02 
.27 
-.15 
.12 
.13 
Factors 0 
II III 
.16 .12 
.27 .09 
.12 .17 
.24 .17 
.09 .05 
-.06 - .10 
.04 .41 
.76 .26 
.71 .14 
.85 .19 
.78 .24 
.59 - .15 
.17 .74 
.10 .74 
.25 .71 
.14 .41 
.26 .18 
.10 .44 
.10 .01 
.15 .13 
IV V 
.27 .02 
.03 -. 05 
.30 .12 
.04 - .07 
-.06 .13 
.02 .30 
.28 - .22 
.08 .06 
.04 .10 
.12 .08 
.10 .00 
.09 .35 
.02 .07 
-.04 
.02 
. 11 
. 13 
.20 
.82 
.78 
.08 
.26 
.73 
.68 
.09 
. 11 
.07 
The biological independent variable is arousal. In this study, the con-
cept was operationalized differently than by Schwartz and Zill. A 
physiologist, Thayer, has developed an adjective check list which can be 
administered with a standard pencil and paper questionnaire. This measure 
involves presentation of a number of adjectives to the individual. The 
respondent indicates the degree of applicability of each adjective to himself. 
This measure has been found to have a considerable degree of validity as an 
indicator of psychophysiological arousal. 1 When the responses from the 
Buffalo study were factor analyzed (with varimax rotation), three major 
factors emerged. 
'Robert E. Thayer, "Measurement of Activation Through Self-Report," Psychological 
Reports, 20 (1967), 663-678; Robert E. Thayer, "Activation States as Assessed by Verbal 
Reports and Four Psychophysiological Variables," Psychophysiology, 7 (1970), 86-94; Mar-
shall Dermer and Ellen Berscheid, "Self-Report of Arousal as an Indicant of Activation 
Level," Behavioral Science, 17 (1972), 420-429. 
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TABLE 2 
Varimax Rotated Factor Matrix of Arousal Items 
Factors0 
Adjective I II JJI JV 
Peppy .80 .01 .01 - .19 
Leisurely . 12 - .17 .69 - .28 
Jittery - .17 .70 - .02 .21 
At Rest - .03 - .40 .55 .13 
Energetic .83 - .04 - .06 .01 
Still - .12 .09 .69 .19 
Vigorous .79 .02 .01 - .08 
Placid - .00 .08 .62 .40 
Stirred Up .26 .64 .00 - .06 
Calm .20 - .57 .33 .27 
Lively .86 - .05 .09 - .00 
Full of Pep .86 - .01 - .05 - .05 
Intense .18 . 15 - .16 .57 
Quiet -. 18 - .07 .32 .56 
Fearful -.18 .51 .14 .39 
Active .82 - .16 - .04 .07 
Alert .58 - .33 - .12 .34 
Clutched Up - .12 .75 - .09 .17 
Quiescent - .08 .11 .27 .57 
3With eigenvalue > 1.0 
The factors are named, respectively, general level of arousal, high ac-
tivation, and general deactivation. It should be pointed out that the factor 
solution here is quite similar to Thayer's own results. Thayer noted that 
these "factors roughly approximate [three] points on a hypothetical activa-
tion syndrome. " 8 In other words, the level of activation diminishes from 
the first factor to the third. The factor which we are interested in, general 
level of arousal, was formed into a summated scale to act as the basic 
biological predictor. 
The Pearson correlation between arousal and student protest is only 
.08. This is quite low and indicates no predictive power. However, another 
stage of analysis, utilizing partial correlation, illustrates a dramatic change. 
The fourth order partial correlation (controlling the effects of standard 
predictors of student protest, viz. political ideology, church attendance, 
sense of one's viewpoint being represented by public officials, and a sense 
of inadequate student participation in the university's decision-making pro-
cess) is .18, significant at the .05 level (Table 3). Similar results obtain for 
both the male and female subgroups. This suggests a suppressor effect. 
'Thayer, "Mea surement of Activation .. . ," 668. 
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TABLE 3 
Correlations Between Arousal and Protest 
Total 
Zero-Order 
.08 
Partial 
.18* 
Male 
Zero-Order 
.07 
Partial 
.17* 
Female 
Zero-Order 
.14 
Partial 
.33* 
N = 295 
*Significant at .05 level 
Rosenberg states :9 
N = 191 N = 104 
Here we suggest that one may . .. be misled in assuming that an absence 
of relationship (sometimes called a zero correlation or non-correlation) 
between two variables is real (that is, that there is not an inherent link 
between the variables), whereas in fact the absence of the relationship 
may be due to the intrusion of a third variable. One may find that cer-
tain test factors, which we shall call suppressor variables, may in-
tercede to cancel out, reduce, or conceal a true relationship between 
two variables. 
In such a case, one begins with a noncorrelation or very low correlation be-
tween two variables (i.e., arousal and protest). When a third variable (i.e., 
the control variable) is controlled, a relationship will appear where 
previously there was none . Partial correlation is one clearcut means of 
testing for a suppressor effect. 
From the preceding, the suggestion of a "threshold" for behavior 
seems to emerge. This threshold would indicate a level of arousal above 
which the behavior would be elicited. Schwartz and Zill point out that the 
literature on political participation employs an implicit predisposition-
activation model of behavior. That is, behavior is conceptualized to be a 
function of the organism's predisposition to so behave and the strength of 
the stimuli which are said to activate or arouse the organism to action. 
Overall arousal level is perceived to be a basic part of the strength of any 
behavioral predisposition. 10 In such an instance arousal can be seen as a sort 
of threshold variable. Given a constant predisposing situation, the in-
dividual with a lower threshold will behave first. This suggestion seems ap-
plicable to the empirical findings presented above. In this case, when the 
predisposing factors are strongest (i.e., the control variables) one would ex-
' Morris Rosenberg, The Logic of Survey Analysis (New York: Basic Books, 1968), pp. 
84-85. 
10One example : Lester Milbrath, Political Participation (Chicago : Rand McNally, 1965), 
pp . 30-33. 
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pect that higher level of arousal would then be related highly to behavior. 11 
Such seems to be the case. 
Briefly, this note has suggested that psychophysiological arousal might 
be an important variable ~ffecting the predisposition of an individual to 
participate in a highly active form of political behavior-student protest. 
" Normally, very high levels of arousal would depres s levels of behavior (the familiar 
U-curve notion). However, our data do not reflect this. Thus, there is something of an anomaly 
in the findings, although, overall, the results fit theoretical expectations. 
